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SOME SPECULATIONS ABOUT CHAUCER'S
SPANISH LITERARY SOURCES
It is cornmonknowledgethatGeoffreyChaucerwaswidelyreadandhiswrit-
ing is packedwithexamplesof theinfluencesof his reading.Thatis whya
largeamountof literarycriticismonChaucerhasbeenoccupiedin analysing
anddiscussinghis sources,andhis referencesto otherwriters.Most critics
haveshowntheFrenchandItalianinfluenceonChaucer's work,hisdebtto
classicalandpatristicliteratureor hisacquaintancewiththeBible.Yet, it i~
notsocornmontoreadaboutheimportanceof aSpanishinfluenceonChau-
ceroIn thelastfew years,however,severalscholarshavedetectedandex-
plainedtheexistenceof Spanishliteraryreferencesin hiswritings,In thisre-
gard,somedistinguishednameshavebeenmentioned:PetrusAlphonsus,Sto
Isidoreof Seville,Seneca,Lucan,RamónLlull, JuanRuiz,FrayJuanGarcía
de Castrojeriz,Don Juan Manuel;andvariouscornmentshavebeenmade
aboutChaucer's acquaintancewithSpanishliterature,aswellashisdirectac-
cessto itstexts.
Thediscussionof literaryinfluencesandsourcesis alwaysdifficultbecau-
sewe tendto engagein speculativequestioningwhichis seldomillustrated
withreliableevidence.This is particularlyobvious,asis wellknown,in Me-
dievalLiterature,wheretheword "source"is oftena deceptiveterm- it
shouldnotbeunderstoodasa particulartextwhichprovidestheinspiration
for anotherwork, sincethemedievalwriterindiscriminatelydrawsfroma
variedliteraryinheritance.Therefore,thispapersimplyaimstoputforward
somereasonableconjecturesregardingtheSpanishsourcesin Chaucer,thatis
tosay,hispossiblefamiliaritywiththeabove-mentionedauthorsfromSpain,
hishypotheticalknowledgeof theSpanishlanguageandtherolethatSpanish
literature,onthewhole,playedin hiswork.
The startingpoint of this discussionmightbe the trip to Spainthat
Chauceris supposedtohavemadein 1366.Somebiographers,historiansand
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literarycriticsclaimthatChaucermightoncehavevisitedSpainwhenhewas
inhismid-twentiesandtheymentionasafeconductissuedbyKing Charles11
of Navarreto a "Geffroyde Chauserre"with threeunnamedcompanions,
allowinghimto travelthroughthekingdomfromFebruary22untilMay 24.
It hasbeensuggestedthatthetripto Spainmighthavebeensomesortof
diplomaticmissionfrom theBlack Prince'scourt in Aquitaineto thatof
Navarreor to thecourtof Pedroin Castile.lUnfortunately,we do notknow
for certainthepurposeof hisvisit,or thedurationof his stay,or whetherhe
reallywentatall; consequentlyit is noteasyto presumethemarkthatthis
joumeyleftonhimorhowit mighthaveaffectedhisfutureliterarycareer.
Whatis anunquestionablefactis thattherearesomescatteredreferences
tofamousSpanishmenof lettersin Chaucer's collectionof storiesTheCan-
terburyTales.All thesame,wecanimmediatelytell thattheseallusionsto
Spanishmedievalscholarshiparenotgreatin numbernor distinguishedfor
theirimportancein thegeneralcontextof Chaucer'swork.Moreover,thecir-
cumstancesin whichtheyappearshowthatChaucer'srealanddirectknowl-
edgeof theSpaniardsmentionedinhistalesis doubtful,tosaytheleast.
In thefirstplace,thenameof theSpanish-ArabAverroesis includedin
theGeneralPrologueaspartof a longlistof medicalauthoritiesof a1ltimes
thattheDoctorof Physicis familiarwith(429-434).We arenotsurprisedto
spotthenameof thiseminentscholarfromCórdoba(1126-1198),thenanim-
portantculturalandpoliticalcentreof MuslimSpain,2in Chaucer'sbook,but
it is interestingto seehowthisinfluentialphilosopheris namedamongthe
mostfamousphysiciansof antiquity,suchasHippocrates,traditionallyregar-
dedasthefatherof medicine;Galen,thefounderof experimentalphysiology,
orRhazes,oneof themostcelebratedphysiciansin theIslamicworld.It is of
coursetruethatAverroeslearnedmedicineandwasthepersonalphysicianof
thecaliph,butheis morewidelyknownfor his seriesof commentarieson
1For accountsandexplanationsof thispossibletripseeMartinM. Crow,63-65;John Gardner,
152-153;DerekBrewer,86-89;JosephStrayer(ed.),280;GeorgeKane,12;S. S. Hussey,4;
SuzanneHonoré-Duvergé;ThomasJay Garbaty;AntonioLeón, 122;FernandoGalván,107-
111;BernandoSantano,forthcoming.
2 It mustberecalledthatAverroeswrotein Arabicand,therefore,he is oftenincluded,with
OtherSpanishMuslimwriters,in aspecialbranchof Arabicliterature,ratherthanin theSpa-
nishliteraturewhosetextsarewrittenin thevemacular.
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Aristotle'sworksandonPlato'sRepublic,andasthephilosopherwhointe-
gratedIslamictraditionsandGreekthought.!
Then,in theTaleof MelibeeChaucerefersto theSpanishwriterPetrus
Alphonsussixtimes(1053,1144,1189,1218,1309,1566).In thisprosetale
Chaucertriesto epitomizewhatthegreatmoral,religiousandphilosophical
treatisesof all timeshaveto sayaboutthetopicof revenge,quotingfroma
largeselectionof authoritiesuchasStPaul,StAugustine,StGregory,Sene-
ea,Cicero,etc.PetrusAlphonsusis includedasoneof theseauthorities.He
wasabaptizedJew of Aragon,originallyknownasMosesSefardi,whoin the
twelfthcenturywrotea collectionof novellasentitledDisciplinaClericalis.
This workwaswidelyknownandtranslatedintodifferentEuropeanlangua-
gesin thelateMiddleAges.Nevertheless,it is verylikelythatChaucerdid
notknowthispopularSpanishwriterfirsthand,since,asiscornmonlyagreed,
hisTaleofMelibeeis atranslationof theFrenchLivredeMelibéeetdeDame
Prudence,generallyattributedtoRenauddeLouens,whichis in turnanabri-
dgedtranslationof thethirteenth-centuryAlbertano f Brescia'sLiberConso-
lationiset Consilii. Besides,Chaucer'sknowledgeof PetrusAlphonsus's
bookwasnotveryprofoundasis demonstratedbyaquotationinsertedin the
Taleof Melibeewhichis misattributedto Pamphilus(1561),theheroof the
twelfth-centuryLatindramaticpoemknownasPamphilusdeAmore.Accord-
ingtoRobinson'sexplanatorynotes,it belongstoDisciplinaClericalis(744).
Furthermore,ChaucernamesSt.Isidoreof Sevilletwicein TheParson's
Tale(89and551).In thisprosesermononPenitenceandthetruenatureof
theSevenDeadlySins,theParsoncitesIsidore'sSententiarumLibri Tres,a
handbookof moralsandtheologyin theformof collectedsentences,andalso
thefamousencyclopaediaof humananddivinesubjectsentitledEtymologies.
Thoughtheirnmediatesourceof TheParson'sTalehasnotbeenidentified,it
seemsagainthatChaucerhasfollowedsomeintermediatesources,ratherthan
theoriginalSpanishtexts.SeveralcriticsarguethatthematerialontheDead-
ly SinscomesfromeithertheSommedesVicesetdesVertusbyFréreLorens
or anuntracedversionof theSummaseuTractatusde Viciisof Guilielmus
Peraldus,whereasthematerialonPenitencewastakenfromsomeversionof
RaymundofPennaforte'sSummaCasuumPoenitentiae(Robinson766).
!SeeMiguel Cruz Hemández,Abu-I-walidibn rusd(Averroes):Vida,obra,pensamiento,in-
fluenciaor OliverLeaman,AverroesandhisPhilosophy.
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ProfessorPatriciaShaw,in herarticleentitled"ThePresenceof Spainin
MiddleEnglishLiterature"alsomentionsanotherinstanceof Chaucer's debt
toStoIsidorewhenshereferstothefactthattheMonk'sdefinitionof tragedy
is takenfromtheEtymologies.Shaw,oncemore,questionsChaucer'sintima-
teknowledgeof theSpanishscholar,sincehecouldhavetakenthissource
"eitherdirectly,ortbroughNicholasTrevet'sCommentaryonBoethiuswhich
Chaucercertainlyknew"(47).Similarly,PieroBoitani,in a lecturegivenat
theUniversityof León(Spain)in 1992duringtheFifth lnternationalConfer-
enceof theSpanishSocietyfor EnglishMedievalLanguageandLiterature,
suggeststhatit is throughBoccacciothatChaucerpicksupStoIsidore'scon-
ceptof fableandusesit in theNun'sPriestTale.
en theotherhand,AntonioLeónSendraandJesúsSerranoReyesfrom
theUniversityof Córdoba(Spain)haveconducteda thoroughstudyof all the
Spanishreferencesin theCanterburyTales,makingup a list of quotations
fromChaucer's workthatalludetoSpanishpersonsandsubjects.In theires-
say,theycometo theconclusionthatChaucer'srelationshipwithSpainwas
extremelyimportantandthathe"knewall themostimportantSpanishautho-
ritieswhowerebasicintellectualfoundationsof Westemcivilization"(131);
amongtheseSpanishintellectualstheyincludePetrusAlphonsus,of whomit
is saidthatChaucerhada "soundknowledge"(120),StoIsidoreof Seville,
Averroes,Avicenna,SenecandLucan.
The conclusionsof thisinterestingessayseem,however,a bit generous
andfar-fetched.As statedabove,referencesto theworkof PetrusAlphonsus
andStoIsidoreareconfinedtosixquotationsin TheTaleofMelibeeandtwo
in TheParson'sTale,respectively,andChaucerquotesthemindirect1y,follo-
wingintermediatesourcesratherthantheoriginaltexts.We havealsoseen
howAverroesis quotedonceamongotheroutstandingphysiciansandnever
asa philosopher.In addition,weshouldnotincludeAvicennain thelist of
Spanishauthoritiesince,astheauthorsof theresearchworkadmit,heis not
fromSpain;in fact,AvicennaisaPersianphysicianwhois generallyconside-
redtobeoneof themostfamousandinfluentialphilosopher-scientistsof Is-
lam.Similarly,referencesto suchclassicalfiguresasSenecaandhisnephew
Lucanshouldnotbe takeninto accounthere;althoughtheywerebom in
Spaintheyareusuallyconsideredpartof theLatinculture- bothwereeducat-
edandlivedmostof thetimein RomeduringtheemperorNero'sreign,and
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theirLatinwritingsfollowtheRomanliterarytraditions.1tis forcingtheargu-
menttoc1aimthesetwowritersasSpanish;rather,theyarepartof theancient
Rom8Ocivilization,80din thatsense,theyarepresentin Chaucer'swritings
asm80Yotherc1assicaluthors
Continuingwith theconjecturesof othercriticson the~panishliterary
sourcesin Chaucer,1shouldmentionRobertP. Miller's studyentitledChau-
cer: SourcesandBackgrounds,wherea connectionis establishedbetween
Chaucer80dtheMajorc8Omystic80dmissionaryRamónLull, authorof the
chivalricmanualLe libredelordedecauayleria(c. 1276).Aboutthisbook,
RobertMillersremarksthat:"Perhapsnoothercontemporaryworkexpresses
so c1earlythefeelingsassociatedwiththecodeto whichChaucerdedicated
his Knight"(180).But,oncemore,Chaucerwasnotreallyfamiliarwiththe
Sp80ishtextortheauthorbecause,accordingtoMiller,thetheoriesof chival-
ry embodiedin his Knight seemto be takenfrom a popularfourteenth-
centuryFrenchmanualtranslatedfromaLatinversionof RamónLull's book
(180).
A similarlineof thinkingleadsProfessorSantiagoGonzáleztoan8Oalo-
gousconc1usionin hisartic1e"A MarianMiraclein Engl80dandSpain:Al-
fonsoX's CantigasdeSantaMaríaN°6andChaucer'sThePrioresss'Tale".
1tpresentsacomparisonbetweenthesetwonarrativepoemsfoundin theMe-
dievalSpanishandEnglishcultureswhichdealwiththesameepisodeof a
child-singermurderedbyaJew,buttheauthorclaimsthatit is "mostunlikely
thatChaucermighteverhavehadaccessto thepoemsof theCastilianking"
(152);hesuggests,onthecontrary,thatbothChaucerandAlfonsoX shareda
cornmonLatinsourceandeachwriteradaptedthisMarianlegendtohisown
vemaculartradition.
AnotheracademicfromtheUniversityof Michig8O,ThomasJay Garbáty,
in bisartic1entitled"ThePamphilustraditionin RuizandChaucer",discuss-
esthesourcesof TroilusandCriseydeandproposesthatbeforegoingtoItaly
80dreadingBoccaccio'sFilostrato,Chaucerwas influencedby two other
similarcourtlylovestories:thetwelfth-centuryLatíndramaticpoemPamphi-
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lus deAmoreandtheEndrinaepisodein theLibro de buenamorl by the
SpanishpoetJuan Ruiz, archpriestof Hita (c. 1283-1350).After offering
severalspecificparallelsbetweenthe Spanishstoryand Troilus, Garbáty
mentionsChaucer'strip to Spainandsuggeststhe"strong"possibilitythat
Chaucerhad"heardtherecitationof theEndrinaepisodefromtheLibro de
BuenAmorof JuanRuiz"(463).Headdsthat,thoughChaucermightnothave
understoodCastilian,heshouldnothavehadtroublefollowingthenarrative
withsomehelpin translation,becausehealreadyknewthedirectsourcefor
theEndrinaepisode,thePamphilus(463,note14).
1shouldnotneglecthepossibilitythatChaucermighthaveknownof the
existenceofRuiz'sLibrodebuenamorandthat,if hecarnetoSpainatall,he
mighthaveheardaminstrelrecitingthesepopularstories.Whatis morediffi-
cultto acceptis thathemighthaveunderstoodtherecitationin Spanishso
wellastokeepparticulardetailsin storeandusethemafterwardsin thecom-
positionof hisTroilusandCriseyde,evenif healreadyknewwhattheplotof
thestorywasandhadsomesimultaneoustranslationdonefor him.Anyone
whohasbeenin a foreigncountrywitha differentlanguageis aWareof the
difficultiesonefacestryingtofollowaneverydayconversationi anordinary
situation.Now, imagineChaucertryingto graspthemeaningof thispoem
withall thesubtlety,intricacyandrefinementtypicalof thepoeticlanguage.
In addition,JuanRuiz's languageis especiallyrich,colourfulandspontane-
ous,full of colloquialexpressions,idiomsandoldsayings,makingit impossi-
bletobeunderstoodbyaforeignerwhocomestoSpainforjustafewweeks.2
MarthaS. Wallerpresentsanotherinterestingproposition,arguingthat
somepassagesfromThePhysician'sTalearedrawnfromaSpanishsource,a
1The oldestextantmanuscriptof thisfinecollectionof lightversehasbeendatedat 1330.It
containsthefamousepisodeof thelove affairbetweendon Melón anddoñaEndrina,in
whichabawdyConventTrotterhaslo intervene.
2 Although1havereferencesof otherunpublishedworkswhichexamineparallelismsbetween
ChaucerandJuanRuiz, 1havenotbeenabletoreadthemand,therefore,1ignoretheargu-
menttheyadvance.TheseworksareanM. A. DissertationwrittenbyM. LuisaDíez Arroyo
entitIedTratamientodelamorenelLibro deBuenAmordelArciprestedeHitay Troilus and
CriseydedeChaucer(Universityof Oviedo,1989),andaforthcomingarticlebyDionisiaTe-
jeraLlano,"La dimensiónsocialdela religióndutantelaEdadMediaretratadaendosescri-
toresimportantes:Chaucery JuanRuiz, ArciprestedeHita,"Actasdel V CongresodeSelim
(Universityof León).
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glossedCastilianversionof AegidiusRomanus'sDe regimineprincipuml
writtenfor theinsttuctionof theInfantePedroatthecourtof AlfonsoXI of
Castileby Fray Juan García de Castrojerizand entitledRegimientode
príncipes.Waller illustratesher argumentwith somenarrativeandverbal
parallelsbetweentheEnglishandtheSpanishtextthatimplyChaucerhadan
actualknowledgeof theSpanishlanguage.Thiscriticofferstwopossibleex-
planationsfor Chaucer'saccessto a copy of Castrojeriz'swork: either
Chaucerdiscoveredthebookduringhishypotheticaljoumeyto Spain,or he
borrowedit fromtheSpanishprincessConstanceof Padilla- thedaughterof
PeterI of Castileandsecondwifeof Johoof Gaunt- wholivedattheEnglish
court.As to Chaucer'sknowledgeof Spanish,WallermaintainsthatChaucer
mighthaveleamedit beforehewassentto Spainor hecouldhavepickedit
upduringhissojoumin thiscountry:
Themanwhocouldlearoeooughltalianonbistwobriefofficialvisitsto
Italy (sixandtwelveyearslater)to readBoccaccioandDanteought,on
thebasisof bisknowledgeof FrenchandLatin,to havebeenableto ac-
quiresomecommandof Spanishrelativelyrapidly,especiallysincehe
wouldstiUhavebeeninbisearlyormiddletwentiesin 1366.
GlendingOlson,fromClevelandStateUniversity,refutesthistheoryand
statesthepassagesfromCastrojeriz'sRegimientothatChaucermighthave
usedin his Physician'sTalearein factderivedfromJohn of Wales'sthir-
teenth-centurypreachers'aid,theCommuniloquium.It is indeedmorelikely
thatChaucershouldhaveusedtheLatin textby John of Walesandnotthe
Castilianbook by Castrojeriz.It is tempting,but in view of our limited
knowledge,tooriskyto speculatethatChaucerknewSpanishbeforecoming
to Spain;andit is highlyunlikelythathecouldhaveleamedenoughSpanish
in justa few weekssothathecouldthentranslateseveralpassagesfromthe
Spanishoriginal.If heevercarneto Spain,thesafeconductwouldhaveal-
lowedhimto stayfor no morethanthreemonths,andmuchof thattimehe
wouldhavebeentravellingthroughthekingdomof NavarreandCastileon
slow roughroadswithhis threeunnamedcompanions.Thatmeansthathe
wouldhavehadlittletimetoleamandpracticethelanguageandlittlehopeof
reachingtheadvancedlevelthatwouldallowhimto translatefromSpanish.
1This textwaswrittenabout1285andmeantobea guidefor thefutureKing Philip theFair
ofFrance.
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Besides,hedidnotneedto learnSpanishtoconductdiplomaticnegotiations
in Castile,sinceFrenchwasthelanguageusedby SpaniardsandEnglishmen
tocornmunicateorally.l
Finally,theprograrnmeof theNinthlnternationalCongress01theNew
ChaucerSocietyheldin Dublintwoyearsagoincludedapaperby JesúsSer-
ranoReyesentitled"SpanishModestyin theCanterburyTales:Chaucerand
DonJuanManuel".Theauthorof thispaper,whoatthattimewaswritinghis
doctoralthesisonthesametopic,arguedthatChaucerhadbeeninfluencedby
oneof themostimportantprosewritersof fourteenth-centurySpain,Don
JuanManuel.To supporthishypothesishedrewananalogybetweenthefirst
linesfromChaucer'sRetractionsanda few linesfromDon Juan Manuel's
prologuetoLibrodelosenxiemplosdelcondeLucanoretdePatronio(1328-
35),atreatiseof morals in theformof50shortales.Bothtextsofferasimilar
expressionof falsemodestyin whichtheauthorsattributethevirtuesof their
workstoGodandtheirdefectstotheirownincompetence.
This Libro del CondeLucanor,whichantedatestheDecameron,greatly
influencedthedevelopmentof Spanishprosefiction,yetwedo notknowto
whatextentit mayhaveinfluencedotherEnglishwriterswhofollowed,in-
cludingChaucer.Firstly,wecansaythatsomecriticshavedeniedtheauthen-
ticityof theRetractions(Robinson16);butevenif Chaucercertainlywrote
thepassage,hemightbe usingoneof thewidespreadformulasto express
falsemodestythatmanyotherwritershadbeenusingfor centuries.Ernst
RobertCurtiusoffersanexcellentcatalogueof rhetoricformulasinLiteratura
europeayEdadMediaLatina;herehestatesthatthoseformulasassociatedto
falsemodestyusedin theMiddleAgesdatebackto Ciceroandareusually
combinedwithotherformulasof devotionto God,especiallyin diplornatic
writings(129).Chaucercouldsimplybeusingtwostandardwaysof express-
inghurnilityanddevotionin hisRetractions,asBoccacciodoesattheendof
hisDecameronwhenhe addresseshis audienceandsaysthathis work has
beenpossiblethanksto"ladivinagrazia",andnotbecauseof hisownmerits:
"nongiaperli rnieimeriti"(Vol I1,735).
1FernandoGalvanceferslO lhis ideain "MedievalEnglishLiterature:A SpanishApproach",
andgivessomeevidence(106).
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In viewof all theseargumentsandpropositions,I amledtobelievethatit
is highlyimprobablethatChaucerknewtheworkof anyoutstandingmedieval
Spanishwriterdirectly.In thetwotaleshequotesSpanishwriters- PetrusAI-
phonsusin TheTale of MelibeeandStoIsidoreof Sevillein The Parson's
Tale - ChaucerbenefitsfromFrenchor Latintranslations,ratherthanfrom
theSpanishoriginaltextoAlthoughsomeworksby RamónLull, JuanRuiz,
FrayJuanGarcíadeCastrojeriz,AlfonsoX, DonJuanManuel,andeventhe
religiousnarrativepoetryof GonzalodeBerceo,showsomethematicandfor-
malfeaturesthatbringChaucer's workto mind,thereis no convincingevi-
dencethattheseSpanishwritersexerteda directinfluenceonChaucer.The
similaritiesbetweenthemmightbeexplainedsimplybythehomogeneityand
continuityof themedievalWesternliterarytradition.
A longstayin SpainmighthavebroughtChaucerintodirectcontactwith
theSpanishliteraryworld,but,unfortunately,his shorttripto Spainstill re-
mainsa subjectfor conjecture.And evenif thisjourneywerenotapurefic-
tion,hewouldnothavestayedtherelongenoughtogainanykindof knowl-
edgeof theSpanishliteratureor theSpanishlanguage.Anyoneneedsmore
thana few weeksin thecountryto learnits language,and,of course,much
moreeffortandtimetomakeheador tailof itspoeticlanguage.Thereis no
realpossibilitythatChaucereadSpanishin anymeaningfulway.
Therefore,weshouldnotexaggerateheinfluenceof Spanishliteratureon
Chaucer.TheSpanishelementis scarcein hisworkbecauseheshowedlittle
insightintocontemporarySpanishcultureanditsliteraryworld.We onlyha-
vetocountthenumberof timesdifferentscholarsarequotedin thetwotales
in whichSpanishauthorsareCÍtedto seetheensuingproportion;then,if we
dothesamecalculation,takingnowintoaccountChaucer'swholeoutput,we
haveac1earviewof therathersecondaryrolethatSpanishliteratureplaysin
hiswork.
Chaucer'slackofknowledgeand/orinterestin Spanishliteraturemightbe
attributedtotheculturalsituationof thetime.AlthoughCastilewasfully inte-
gratedintofourteenth-centurywesternEuropeanlife andculture,SpanishCÍ-
vilizationin generalwasstillrathermarginalin acountrylikeEngland,where
theliterarybackgroundwasdominatedby FrenchandItalianauthors.The
strained iplomaticrelationsbetweenEnglandandSpainduringChaucer's ti-
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me1did not favour culturalexchangeeither.And althoughsomeSpanishna-
mesrankamongthegreatestphilosophers,theologians,historians,translators,
andpoetsof theMiddle Ages, Chaucersoughtthe influenceof thecanonical
mastersof his time,thatis to say,thegreatc1assicalwriters, the Italian poets
of the trecentoand the always influential French authors. Spanish writers
werenotregardedas"canonicalmasters"in fourteenth-centuryEngland.
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